levels and other influential factors, themselves often influenced by non-genetic factors (such as smoking). Where in this tangle, we ask them, is a gene for heart disease? In effect, this revised curriculum seeks to take what is peripheral in the existing teaching of genetics and make it central, and to make what is central peripheral.
Our experimental group consisted of second-year humanities undergraduates. First-year biologists, who were taught the conventional approach, acted as our control. We saw a difference -those students taught the Weldon way emerged as less believing of genetic determinism, and, I suspect, better prepared to understand the subtleties of modern genetics. (The difference was statistically significant, but I hesitate to make much of that, given that numbers were small and there were differences between the groups. I am mindful, too, that it was Weldon who first drew attention to Mendel's own problems with exaggerated statistics.) With such experiments -bringing insights from the archive into the science classroomthe scientific past can inform and maybe even improve the scientific future. In turn, they suggest a broader vision of collaboration. To advance scientific knowledge, historians and philosophers of science should work in close proximity to scientists, not actually in the lab but right down the corridor. Then, investigations into neglected phenomena and debates that were shut down too soon might provide the spark to serve creative science.
What of Mendel? Some might complain that it is a poor anniversary gift to jettison him from his place of honour in the genetics curriculum. Let me suggest that this grumbling, although understandable, is misguided. If we want to honour Mendel, then let us read him seriously, which is to say historically, without back-projecting the doctrinaire Mendelism that came later. Study Mendel, but let him be part of his time.
Likewise, let our biology students be part of their time, by giving them a genetics curriculum fit for the twenty-first century. If we teach them about Mendel, we should do so not to fill them with slack-jawed wonder at his foundational achievement, but to help them to appreciate how even the most imaginative and rigorous science -and Mendel's was first rate on both counts -bears the stamp of the historical circumstances of its making. To learn that lesson about past science is to bring a welcome level of self-awareness and critical self-reflection to the present. ■
